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RUSSELL PAGE

Russell Page became a professional garden designer 

in 1928 after studying painting at the Slade School, 

University of London, and in Paris. He designed 

a great variety of gardens in Europe, the Middle 

East, North and South America, ranging from 

small cottage and town gardens to elaborate 

layouts including the Battersea Festival Gardens 

in 1952. He was one of only three Englishmen to 

have received a medal from the French Academy 

of Architecture.

Russell Page died in January 1985. After his 

death, The Times wrote: ‘In a world in which the 

gifted amateur is no longer the guiding light in the 

design of gardens, and in which highly qualified 

professionals prevail, Russell Page stood out as 

one of those great originals, for which England 

has been famous.’
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Introduction to the 2023 Edition

What is so remarkable about Russell Page is that unlike many garden 
designers and landscape architects he was content to describe himself  
quite simply as a gardener. His schemes may have been grand and, 
when occasion demanded, grandiose  –  he worked for those whose 
pockets were deep and whose estates were large  –  but their creator 
steadfastly cherished the modest yet accurate appellation he used in 
the title of  this book. I admire him for that.

Read the accounts of  those who knew him and you will find it hard 
to pin the man down, just as they did. He could be charming; he could 
be aloof. He was impressed by power and wealth but in that respect he 
was not alone in the artistic community  –  think Lucian Freud, Lance-
lot ‘Capability’ Brown, Humphry Repton, Joseph Paxton and every 
single haute couturier whose work has graced the Paris catwalks.

Page worked for clients as diverse as Fiat heir Gianni Agnelli, and 
the Duke and Duchess of  York (later King George VI and Queen 
Elizabeth) at Royal Lodge, Windsor Great Park. He created gardens 
for Viscount Weymouth at Longleat and for the Frick Collection in 
New York. Page boasted many well-heeled and influential clients, 
including the head of  CBS Bill Paley and his wife Barbara (‘Babe’), 
described as the most glamorous member of  the high-society set and 
by Truman Capote as having ‘only one fault: she was perfect; other-
wise she was perfect’.

So many aspiring garden designers come to the craft from the 
‘design’ end. Page came at it from the ‘garden’ end, which, to my mind, 
makes far more sense: learn about the materials first, and then how 
they may best be used. The wider the designer’s plant vocabulary and 
horticultural know-how, the more successful  –  and interesting  –  the 
gardens are likely to be.

Page’s own interest in plants was sparked during his Lincolnshire 
childhood when, aged fourteen, he bought an alpine campanula at a 
local agricultural show and constructed a rock garden to accommo-
date it. (His schooldays at Charterhouse in Surrey  –  good at art but 
otherwise unremarkable  –  were interspersed with holidays spent back 
home in Tattershall.) By the age of  seventeen he was taking commis-
sions to design and build rock gardens, and broadening his knowledge 
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by visiting the gardens of  such luminaries as Lawrence Johnston at 
Hidcote Manor in Gloucestershire and Gertrude Jekyll at Munstead 
Wood in Surrey. 

This horticultural knowledge, and the skills required to put it into 
practice, were already well established when, in 1923, he went to the 
Slade School of  Fine Art in London and studied under the tutelage of  
the revered Henry Tonks, who had taken on Rex Whistler a year earlier.

This combination of  art and gardening was to set a pattern for his 
life  –  he worked with Stéphane Boudin of  Maison Jansen, the fam-
ous Paris interior design firm, but also made a friend for life of  the 
famous French horticulturist André de Vilmorin. 

In the late 1920s, back in the UK, his garden design work began in 
earnest, alongside landscape architects Richard Sudell and Geoffrey 
Jellicoe. During the Second World War he worked with the BBC set-
ting up foreign language services and worked in Cairo, the United 
States and Ceylon, and in 1951 he contributed designs for the Festival 
of  Britain Pleasure Gardens in Battersea Park.

The OBE he was awarded in 1952 in recognition of  his work was 
the first given to a British landscape architect.

His reputation grew, as did his impressive clientele  –  the Duke and 
Duchess of  Windsor, the King of the Belgians, William and Susana 
Walton on the island of  Ischia, Mr and Mrs Charles Wrightsman in the 
United States. He began the life of  travel  –  across Europe and to the 
US  –  that would set the pattern for the rest of  his days, though he did 
return to London from his base in Paris in 1962, the year that The Edu­
cation of a Gardener was first published. 

‘I know more about plants than most designers, and more about 
design than most plantsmen,’ he is recorded as saying, and The Edu­
cation of a Gardener shows that he also knew how to translate his thoughts 
into print in a particularly readable style. Through it all shines the 
enthusiasm of  someone who simply loves growing plants.

Page’s writing is personable as well as practical; he shares his 
thoughts on the suitability of  different plants for different situations 
and the all-important belief  that perhaps the most important quality in 
any design is scale.

Having collaborated with Sudell and Jellicoe earlier on in his life, he 
seems to have been at his most content working alone, as he did in his 
later years on modest-sized commissions and massive undertakings 
such as the 140-acre PepsiCo sculpture park in Purchase, New York. 

But the simple pleasures of  gardening remained. He never lost the 
thrill encountered when meeting a new plant for the first time, or of  
sniffing a fragrant rose. Above all he relished the challenges inherent in 
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designing a garden. Of  all the art forms it remains the most complex: 
shape, scale, form, texture and colour are all affected by a fourth 
dimension  –  that of  time. A view will change, not only with the sea-
sons, but also with the passing of  the years. Adding this to the mix 
provides the greatest challenge of  all. 

The partnership between art and nature was one that fascinated 
and challenged Russell Page to the end of  his career; the thoughts and 
beliefs that he sets down here are, along with those of  his gardens that 
remain, a worthy legacy of  a master of  the art of  garden design. ‘Pro-
cesses have always given me more satisfaction than results,’ he said, 
and as any real gardener knows, gardening is all about the delights of  
the journey  –  the destination itself  is never reached.

� Alan Titchmarsh MBE VMH DL, 2023
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